








Culik, J. (1983) Folk song – the collectors, the scholars and the public. The 
development of English, Scottish and Czech folk-song scholarship: A comparison. 




































Enlighten – Research publications by members of the University of Glasgow 
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk 
F. ASHBEE 
3 . This portrait too is in the possession of the family of the writer; un-





See Felicity Ashbee, 'William Carrick: A Scots Photographerinst. Peters-
burg' in History of Photography, val. 2, no. 3, Pennsylvania State Col-
lege, 1978. 
This is almost certainly Prince Nikolai Sergeevich (1848-1910). 
See Felicity Ashbee, 'Nevill Forbes, 1883-1929: Some Family Letters from 
Russia' in Oxford Slavonic Papers, New Series, val. IX, 1976, pp.79-90. 
Title of an old sea-shanty. 
Oagomys 
Sochi& Kiev 
UKRAINIAN RIVIERA - Yalta 
Valta&Kiev 
3 CITIES TOUR 
MOSCOW. KIEV and LENINGRAD £335 
CAUCASUS TOUR 
MOSCOW. EREVAN. TBIUSI & LENINGRAD £350 
THE GOLDEN ROAD 
IIOSCOW. SA/AAJ!l(AND. BUKHARA & T4SHKEA1" £389 
SIBERIA TOUR -LENINGRAD. 
MOSCOW. IRKUTSK. BRATSK. MOSCOW £399 
BALTIC TOUR- MOSCOW. VILNIUS 
(lithuania). RIGA (IJonna). TAWN 
(Est<>nia). lENINGRAD £335 
SPECIAL TERMS FOR OVER~Os and lew GROUPS 
fWiam.~~""""*mnr.u.a.ilA i1...-rlA.qlniD"" .lrtl • .'m 
SOVSCOT TCJUJ:i!S !.~ 
Blleinul1 ~ASCOWGQSEU. leUl41 · 339 9706 
84 
"FOLK SONG THE COLLECTORS~ THE SCHOLARS AND THE PUBLIC." 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF ENGLISH~ SCOTTISH 
AND CZECH FOLK-SONG SCHOLARSHIP : A COMPARISON 
BY 
JAN ~ULfK 
It is the aim of this article to compare the development of public inter-
est in the folk tradition in England, Scotland and Bohemia, where the 'social' 
role of the folklore tradition in the life of the community has differed 
a great deal. It can be said that, with the exception of the period of ro-
manticism, the role of the folklore tradition in British cultural life has 
been relatively small . Rather the opposite is the case in Bohemia, where 
the folklore tradition has been mostly regarded as an important part of the 
national cultural heritage. 
In deciding to compare the history of folk-song scholarship in Britain 
and in Bohemia I intended to try to find out whether differences in percep-
tion of the folklore tradition have had any impact on the interpretation of 
the folk-song heritage and on the development of folk-song scholarship in 
these countries. 
I 
The discovery of the folk culture is commonly associated with the emer-
gence of romanticism, but in many European countries the origins of the inter-
est in popular culture can be traced much earlier. In Britain, the begin-
nings of folklore studies coincide with the rise of antiquarianism in the 17th 
century. Initially, there was little specific interest in the folk song. 2 
The dominant attitude towards the folk song among the educated appeared to 
have been one of condescension. No clear distinction was made between the 
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various genres of folk song and other kinds of popular poetry. Usage of the 
term ballad was very lax: it was used to designate all kinds of popular song. 
Nevertheless, a certain amount of collecting of both folk songs and broad-
sides (printed songs, often crude and sensational, that were hawked in the 
streets) was done • Around 164o-So, a number of popular ballads were gath-
ered together in the Percy Folio MS and a major collection of broadsides was 
made by Samuel Pepys. From Elizabethan times onwards, both the folk song 
and the broadside gradually filtered through into poetic miscellanies. 
In Scotland, the popular tradition was very much alive, and much of Scots 
literary poetry written in the 15th and the 16th centuries was to a ce rtain 
extent influenced by it. 3 However, with the arrival of Presbyterianism 
and after the moving of the Scottish court to England in 1603, Scots liter-
ary poetry ceased to be seriously cultivated, although the popular tradition 
continued to flourish unhindered. 
By contrast, the origin of Czech folklore studies can be traced as far 
back as the mid-14th century. 4 Three centuries later, the first author to 
take any marked interest in Czech folk culture was the 17th century educa-
tional reformer Jan Amos Komensky (Comenius; 1592-1670) . In 17th- and 18th-
century Bohemia the distinctions between 'high' and 'low' cultures became 
blurred to a considerable degree and the folk culture came to be viewed with-
out condescension. In the 1780s, several men of learning5 began to take a 
genuine interest in folk songs and started collecting them; they made it 
their aim to show that these songs r eflected a distinctive Czech national iden-
tity and national character. 
This primarily baroque interest in folk poetry lingered on outside large 
cultural centres throughout the enlightenment era, in spite of the fact that 
mainstream rationalists generally looked down on folk culture as unworthy of 
comparison with 'high' art. Thus, the romantic school of the 1820s, when the 
folk song attained a very high standing, grew to a considerable extent from 
the old, baroque, pre-enlightenment sources. 
In fact, in spite of the rationalists' condescension towards popular cul-
ture, some attention had been given to the study of folklore during the en-
lightenment era: Czech scholars started studying everything they saw as back-
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ward, irrational and superstitious in order the more efficiently to stamp it 
out. A concerted campaign was launched in booklets and periodicals6 against 
'superstitions among the country people'. The campaign inevitably made wide 
use of folkloristic material and, paradoxically enough, helped to foster 
folklore studies. 
In 1819, the Austrian authorities 7 initiated the collecting of folk songs 
in Bohemia and Moravia on a limited scale. A selection of these was later 
published by Jan Ritter z Rittersberku (178o-1841) as ~eske ndrodn£ piBne 
(Czech National- i.e. Folk- Songs; 1825). The collection contained not 
only the texts of the songs, but also their melodies. (This was very ad-
vanced for that time, though the musical notation was not very accurate.) 
Rittersberk viewed the songs as 'historical material' and deliberately re-
frained from applying aesthetic criteria when selecting them for publication. 
This sober, objectivist point of view provoked passionate protests from Czech 
romantic scholars, 8 who condemned the collection as crude and as an insult to 
the national heritage. 
II 
The impact of Scandinavian studies of antiquities, old literary relics 
and ballads to some extent stimulated interest in folk song in Britain to-
wards the end of the 17th century. Throughout the 18th century, prevalent 
aristocratic attitudes in England were slowly becoming influenced by middle-
class values. The rising upper-middle classes accepted the literary values 
of the aristocracy, but gradually tried to change them by introducing on-
to the scene, where classicism then ruled supreme, a touch of piety and 
emotion and an awareness of English national identity. Calls for simpli-
city and naturalness of style were to be heard with increasing frequency. 
Antiquarianism and an interest in the ballad were to play an important role 
in the gradual transformation of classicism into sentimentalism. 
What made the English literary public particularly aware of the bal-
lad was the controversy around Addison's Chevy Chase papers. 9 Addison's 





and a continuation of a classicist's attack on 'Goth-
ic', 'metaphysical' verse. Against the excesses of various 'past ages' 
in literature, Addison advocated the simplicity of popular poetry. 
However, his critics completely rejected the idea that vulgar ballads 
could be treated as literature. 11 Nevertheless, public interest in the 
folk tradition continued to grow. Popular traditions had the attrac-
tion of naive simplicity, which was a welcome contrast to the embellish-
ments of classicist literature. 
Macpherson's Ossianic 'fragments' appeared in 1760-63, in response 
to the emergence of the ideals of pre-romanticism. 12 They were warmly 
welcomed, although discussion on their authenticity began almost immed-
lately. 
Thomas Percy's Religues of Ancient English Poetry (1765) included 
traditional ballads, broadsides and ballad imitations by both Percy and 
some of his contemporaries. Since, however, Percy had made extensive 
changes in the texts, the Reliques were a compromise, their tone was 
apologetic and their form was such as to please the classically minded 
and the sentimentalists alike. 
In this collection, Percy presented his own theory of ballad origins: 13 
they had, he argued, been composed by ancient bards who recorded history 
and sang and accompanied themselves on the harp. Later, these records 
of historical events became fictionalised. The old bards' art of bal-
lad composition was taken over by their successors, the minstrels. Percy's 
theory was attacked by the Scottish writer and ballad editor Joseph Ritson 
(1752-1803), who also accused him of falsifying the texts included in 
the collection. 
The Reliques were not a very original collection, nor was the standard 
of the editor's work very high. However, coming at the right time, they 
fulfilled a need and therefore were a great success, exercising 
influence in several European countries, especially in Germany. 




ed the publication of numerous poetic miscellanies and collections of 





In Germany there was also a gradual move away from classicism towards 
pre-romantic ideals and a greater national awareness. The most im-
portant representative of this new mood was Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-
1803). Inspired by Rousseau, Herder thought much more highly of folk 
songs than did his counterparts in Britain. He saw the folk song as 
the product of the unspoilt rustic culture and an expression of the na-
tional spirit. Under the influence of Macpherson's and Percy's work, 
Herder published Volkslieder, 15 which contained specimens of folk songs 
of different nations. The aim of the collection was to point to a new, 
fresh, unaffected and lively poetic inspiration. According to Herder, 
the features of each nation's folk poetry had been determined by the 
nation's circumstances, by its history and religion, even by the coun-
try's climate. Herder coined the expressions Volksdichtung, Volkspoesie 
and Volkslied to emphasise the ethnic idiosyncrasies of folk poetry and 
its difference from established literature. His interest was primarily 
aesthetic and literary - he intended to establish a new, alternative po-
etics which was to place special emphasis on sensibility and imagination. 16 
Volkspoesie was for Herder not merely the oral tradition, it was a time-
less agens which could be found in all real poetry. A Volkslied was any 
song written by an author, whether known or anonymous; it was vivid, 
fresh and tuneful, had some national content and was sung by people un-
touched by education, and it manifested their idiosyncrasies both in form 
and content. Volkspoesie was a consciously created artefact which ab-
sorbed only those elements of the fol.k tradition whi.ch met the standards 
of the new poetics. 
(ii) 
German pre-romanticism, appropriately modified, soon came to dominate 
the Czech literary scene. After the Congress of Vienna in 1815 an at-
mosphere of political conservativism spread over the Austrian Empire. 
89 
J. CULiK 
The Austrian authorities were wary and ready to suppress any voices call-
ing for changes or reform. Nevertheless, after the recent experience of 
the Napoleonic Wars, the young Czech intellectuals felt they were witness-
ing the rise of modern nations which started to exercise their influence 
on the European scene. This was why they began to feel a patriotic aware-
ness of their own national community which one day could also play an im-
portant role in the world. However, since there was no distinct Czech ter-
ritory,17the only distinguishing mark of nationality was the Czech language. 
Thus the Czechs turned their attention to their language and • found • inher-
ent in it features of the Czech national psyche. It was during this time 
that the idea of pan-slavism was born. No political activity being pas-
sible under Metternich the Czechs turned inward to pre-romantic reveries 
and recreated in their minds what they saw as the glorious Slavonic past. 
These young Czech intellectuals, much as the Germans and the other Slavon-
ic nations, also soon discovered the folk song to be a distinctive aesthet-
ic, literary and spiritual entity that could very well be used in their 
efforts to revive modern Czech poetry. 
The first major Bohemian collection to be published in line with the 
new poetics was Frantisek Ladislav Celakovsky's srovansk~ ndrodn£ p{sne 
(Slavonic National Songs, 3 vols., 1822-27). They included only songs 
which had obviously originated among country people and which created a 
positive image of the Czech national character. 18 
The discovery that many folk songs, much more than most contemporary 
Czech poetry, met the aesthetic postulates of the day provoked numerous 
Czech authors of the 1820s and 1830s19 to experiment with the folk-song 
technique. But most of these experiments were somewhat mechanical: 
poets strove to produce close replicas of what in current perceptions was 
seen as typical Czech folk poetry. This method was only briefly capable 
of expressing the moods, aspirations and feelings of the new Czech society, 





In Germany, the emphasis in the definition of the folk song shifted in 
the early 19th century from aesthetic criteria to investigations of its 
origins. Herder's expression Naturpoesie21 came to be widely used, often 
syconymously with his earlier term, Volkspoesie. In the view of the Bra-
thers Grimm, Naturpoesie was of non-individual origin. However, neither 
was it of communal origin: it had come into being 'of itself'. Its ori-
gins were veiled in mystery, a mystery which one was expected to accept 
on trust. 22 For the Brothers Grii!Jn the terms Vol.kspoesie/Naturpoesiel 
Nationalpoesie came to mean poetry that expressed the timeless spirit of 
the nation. Jacob Griilllll saw all ancient national epics as records of a 
nation's earliest history and they had come into being 'of themselves', 
they had been created collectively (though not deliberately) by each na~ 
tion. In his view, the oral culture had preserved the wisdom and the my~ 
thology of pre-Christian civilisations. By collecting and studying not 
only folk songs, but all aspects of folk culture, it was possible to piece 
together at least part of the world-view of ancient nations. 
The Brothers Grimm further developed Herder's ideas about the differen-
ces between Volkspoesie and established 'art' literature. The Christian 
civilisation, they held, produced a new kind of poetry, reflecting the new 
Christian values. It was Kunstpoesie. 
were opposite poles of an antithesis. 
Kunstpoesie and Naturpoesie 
Kunstpoesie was governed by prin-
ciples totally different from those governing Naturpoesie: it was an arte-
fact, created intentionally and consciously. 23 
The folklorism of the German romantics exercised a certain negative in-
fluence: for a time the attention of scholars was diverted towards vague 
unfounded theories which were much closer to the realm of poetry than to 
sober scholarly enquiry. At the same time, however, the Brothers Grimm 
made the scholars aware of hitherto neglected areas of the folklore trad-
ition. The emphasis shifted from a mere aesthetic interest in the folk 




From the 183os onwards, many Czech scholars absorbed the German folklore 
theories. The German view of folklore as the source of the sacred nation-
al heritage was precisely what was needed in Bohemia at this time to encour-
age the Czechs and strengthen their national confidence. Czech scholars 
also tried to piece together an image of the ancient national mythology. 
The poet Karel Jaromir Erben (1811-70) was the most important Czech fol-
lower of the Brothers Grimm. In his view24 genuine folk songs had to be im-
bued with the national spirit, that is, they had to express concrete phys-
ical and spiritual features, characteristic for a particular nation at a 
particular time. Folk songs were presumed to have originated in the nation 
(he probably meant the rural population) , a proof of this being the anonym-
ity of their authors. The importance of his collection Prostoruirodn-t aes-
ke piSne a r-ckadZa (Czech Folk Songs and Rhymes, 1862-64) lay in its unprec-
edented scope: it included over 2,200 Czech folk songs. Sixty-one texts were 
of a narrative character, some of them very beautiful. This created a stir: 
it had been believed there were no narrative folk songs in the Czech lang-
25 
uage. 
Erben's method of editing was relatively advanced. Be had compared his 
collection with 11 other collections of Slavonic folk songs, subordinated the 
texts to the tunes, but still tried to reconstruct the best versions from 
the surviving variants, making minor linguistic changes in his texts. 
selecting material for publication he was guided by aesthetic criteria. 
When 
Apart from folk songs, Erben also recorded folk customs and fairy tales, 
which he used for his mythological 'studies', inspired in this by the theories 
of the Brothers Grimm. He believed that most Slavonic mythological fairy 
tales were related to the winter equinox and, in accordance with Muller's 
solar theory (see below, p.95) he conceived of them as the struggle of the 
sun with the darkness of winter. 
Some of the views of the poet Jan Kollar (1793-1852) were exceptionally 
advanced for their time. In 1827 he came very close to giving a definition 
of the folk song as those texts of tunes which had, irrespective of their 
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origin and due to some special feature of the song which had appealed to 
the folk, been assimilated by the oral tradition and circulated in it for 
a time. 26 Like several other authors of his time, 27 he ascribed much im-
portance to the melodies. He was interested not only in rural folk songs, 
but also in broadsides and popular songs from other social strata. 
(iii) 
The response to German romantic views was much more muted in Britain than 
in Bohemia. Nevertheless, at the end of the 18th century, interest in pop-
ular poetry had reached its peak. It was concentrated in Scotland, where 
folklore enthusiasts lived much closer to the oral tradition than was the 
case in England. Nationalistic undertones could occasionally be detected 
in the enthusiasm of Scottish editors and commentators. This was, how-
ever, nothing like the heightened nationalism in Germany or Bohemia: in 
Scotland the cause of national independence had already been lost. In Eng-
land, the ballads were viewed with interest, but usually only as mutilated 
relics of a past age. Ballads were never viewed as sacred enough not even-
tually to fall victim to parody. 
Sir Walter Scott was the first British poet and scholar to be influenced 
by German thinking on the folklore tradition. Some of the folk songs that 
he and his assistants collected were published in the Minstrelsy of the Scot-
tish Border in 1802-03, 28 a collection with a predominantly literary flavour. 
When editing the material, Scott could not make up his mind whether to deal 
with it as a poet or as a scholar. The Minstrelsy contained genuine ballads, 
often retouched and improved, contaminations made up of different ballad vari-
ants and also ballad imitations. According to Scott, additions to and emen-
dations and imitations of the ballads were perfectly permissible, as long 
as the authors and editors admitted to it. Not unlike the Brothers Grimm, 
Scott argued that the history, laws and religion of early nations had been 
captured in verse, and in this respect all ballads were important as histor-
ical documents. scott had no clearly defined general theory of the evolu-
tion of the ballad, but inclined to the opinion that the ballads were written 
by individuals. He commented on what he saw as the crude effect of oral 
transmission and agreed with Ritson that oral transmission caused the ballads 
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to disintegrate. But he did not really understand the structure and style 
of the ballads, confining himself largely to remarks on their crudeness and 
i.nelegance • 
and customs • 
Scott, i.ncidentally, also collected and studied local legends 
There were several other folklore enthusiasts in Scotland at the begin-
ni.ng of the 19th century;29some of these were Sir Walter Scott's assistants. 
Interest in the romantic vision and romantic theme had been gaining momentum 
throughout the 18th century. The publication of Wordsworth's and Coleridge's 
Lyrical Ballads in 1798 gave this interest a further significant i.mpetus. 
Much of the inspirati.on for this collection had come from the folk song ~~d 
the broadside ballad. 
It was mainly the first romantic generation - Wordsworth, Coleridge and 
Southey who had drawn their inspiration from popular poetry. But all the 
Engli.sh romantic poets experimented with the folk-song tradition at some 
stage duri.ng thei.r careers. 
By the mid-19th century a considerable amount of folklore materi.al had 
been collected and published in Britain (albeit often in a haphazard and 
unscholarly manner). But apart from some relatively shallow speculations, 
many of which had been provoked by the example of the Brothers Grimm, no one 
had attempted to undertake an analysis of the collected material. 
v 
By thi.s time, several of the younger Czech authors adopted a more thought-
ful approach towards the folklore tradition. Vaclav Bolemir Nebesky (1818-
82) formulated hi.s vi.ews on the origir.s of popular literature and the folk 
tradition as follows: 30 after the originally homogeneous nation had split 
into separate strata, the more sophisticated strata of society produced, due 
to the general advancement of learning and foreign influences, a new kind of 
art and literature. However, the folk conservatively adhered to the old 
cultural modes, although in the course of time these modes also changed, if 
slowly. Whenever the folk accepted elements of the sophisticated culture, 
it transformed, remoulded and recreated those elements until they became in-
distinguishable from other aspects of folk culture. Only those elements of 
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the sophisticated culture which had some special appeal for the folk were 
assimilated into the oral tradition; that is, those elements which roughly 
conformed to the tenets of folk poetics. Later in his life, Nebesky be-
lieved that folk songs were being created or re-created by indi.viduals from 
the folk out of a large stock of ready-made turns of speech, images and 
motifs that shared certain typical features and had a wide currency among 
These comprised a particular set of symbols and tropes and a 
particular style. The innovative contribution by Nebesky was his empha-
the folk. 
of the material by the folk and the material's spe-
sis on the reception 
cial features, magnified and enhanced in the oral tradition. 
Karel Havlicek Borovsky (1821-56) was the first Czech author to write 
a detailed study of the formal aspects of Czech and Slovak folk songs.
31 
He 
He defined the basic folk·song rhythmical patterns and studied the prin-
ciples of folk-song rhyme and the mechanics of folk-song dialogue. 
stressed that if an editor collected and published his materi.al for folk-
loristic 
no right 
reasons, he assumed a task equal to that of a historian and had 
whatsoever to make even the minutest changes. 
Frantisek Susil's (1804-68) collection Moravske narodn~ p~sne (MOrav-
ian Folk Songs; 1860) was a companion piece to Erben's folk-song collec-
tion. Due to its authenticity and the richness of the material i.t con-
tains it has come to be regarded as one of the most si.gni.fi.cant Slavoni.c 
folk-song collections: it comprises over 1,500 texts, including a number 
of beautiful legends and narrative songs. 
In the second half of the 19th century, two distinct anthropological 
theories were formulated in Britain. The first was that of Friedrich Max 
MUller(l823-l900). Be argued32 that after the Indo-European peoples had 
spread from Asia throughout Europe, their parent Aryan language and mytho-
logy split up into fragments. The latter was forgotten and survived only 
New in fragmentary mythical phrases and proverbs of uncertain meaning. 
tales then developed to explain these obscure traditional sayings. The 
original, forgotten meaning of the Aryan myths could be traced back to nat-
ural phenomena, to metaphorical expressions denoting the sky, the dawn, 
the sun. These myths had arisen from poetic metaphors derivi.ng from li.n-
guistic confusion in the mythopoeic ('myth creating') age, when language 
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was as yet incapable of expressing abstract 
solar theory, which he tried to substantiate 
parative philological argumentation. 
concepts. This was Mfiller's 
with a large amount of com-
According to the other theory, that of cultural evolution, there had 
been an uninterrupted line of such an evolution from the beginning of man 
until the present. Contemporary cultures could, however, be at differ-
ing stages of development. According to Sir Edward Burnet Tyler's (1832-
1917) doctrine of survivals, the folklore traditions of the European peas-
antry had preserved fragments of the culture of primitive man. In Tyler's 
view, these fragments confirmed the theory of continuous development and 
invited scholars to search for connections between the contemporary Euro-
pean folk culture and the primitive cultures in the more exotic parts of the 
world. 33 
In 1878 the Folk-Lore Society 
fluenced by Tyler's theories. was founded by a group of folklorists in-
They set out to reconstruct the world-view 
of prehistoric savages from contemporary folklore. 
theirs was an updated version To a certain extent 
of the theories of the Brothers Grimm. 
comparative study of 
was argued, to piece 
The 
modern survivals and savage customs could help, it 
together the earliest stages of the evolution of man. 
VI 
(i) 
The fact that in the 1860s the Czechs were granted certain basic 
ties created hitherto non-existent opportunities for the expression 
Czech national feeling. These nationalistic feelings, 
with political aims, drew most of their inspiration 
liber-
of 
and attitudes of the earlier 
ulace 
now openly connected 
from the romantic mood 
part of the century. A section of the pop-
opted for an idealised, sentimentalised image of national life, cen-
tred around the patriarchal folk traditions which for them constituted the 
sacred Czech national heritage. The traditionalists were interested prim-
arily in the surviving remnants of the old folklore tradition which they 
saw as being destroyed. The aim of the so-called sverdzove hnut£ (the move-
ment for national idiosyncrasy) of the 1890s was to reintroduce the old 
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folklore culture into conte~porary life (wearing folk costumes in everyday 
life, introducing folk-art motifs into industrial design, etc.) and give 
day-to-day living a 'national aspect'. 
The leading figure amongst the traditionalists was Cenek Zibrt (1864-
1932). His most significant contribution was as editor of the journal ~esky 
~id (The Czech Folk), which he turned into an important nation-wide ethno-
graphic review with a large circle of regional contributors. Another important 
traditionalist was the Moravian scholar Frantisek Bartob (1837-1906), who col-
lected a considerable amount of folk songs and other ethnographical mater-
ial in Moravia. In 19DO-Ol he published the final edition of his Ndr>odn£ 
p£sne moravske (Moravian Folk Songs). Since his aim was to make the collec-
tion mainly educational, he did not hesitate to improve the texts of his songs, 
though he did point out the changes he had made. Bartos wrote the first 
Czech monograph on broadside ballads. Although he summarily rejected the 
popular culture of the townspeople on aesthetic and moral grounds, he never-
theless recognised the importance of the broadside for the research into the 
psychology of Czech folk songs and the Czech national spirit. His views on 
the origins of folk songs were close to those of Nebesky, but his other theo-
ries were later rejected34 and he was sharply criticised by the 'realists' 
(see below) for idealising the true picture of the folklore tradition. 
Jan Jakubec (1862-1936) was a member of the realist group, who was trying 
to introduce new, sober, sceptical approaches to all scholarly disciplines. 
Jakubec demanded that contemporary popular life be studied in its entirety, 
so that an objective picture of all national features, 'good' and 'bad', 
could be drawn and the causes for the 'bad' aspects be identified and elim-
ina ted. However, it was very difficult to put these very broad objectives 
into practice. So far from achieving concrete results, this broadly socio-
logical approach was able to produce only vague generalisations. 
Since it gradually became evident that there was much interaction bet.ween 
the oral tradition and written literature, the positivist realists rejected 
the dichotomy of Nc.turpoesie and Kunstpoesie and placed the oral folk herit-
age firmly within the literary tradition. Towards the end of the 19th cen-
tury, positivist literary historians started to study folk songs with liter-
ary methods of research. They subjected them to comparative analysis and 
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tried to trace both the international connections and interactions between 
folk themes and motifs. 
A major contribution to folk-song scholarship was made by the musicolo-
gist Otakar Hostinsky (1847-1910), who defined as a folk song any song which, 
whatever its origin, had lived in the oral tradition for at least two gen-
erations. 35 Thus, for the first time in the history of Czech folk-song 
studies, the area of study was clearly and unambiguously mapped out. Bos-
tinsky analysed several folk-song tunes and their variants, showing how 
these had developed from one original tune. 36 Hostinsky's definition was 
quickly accepted by most Czech students of the folk song. 
(ii) 
A major contribution to British folk song scholarship was made by the 
American Francis James Child (1825-96), who set out to publish a definitive 
scholarly edition of all English and Scottish ballads. The product of his 
work was a ten-volume collection, English and scottish Popular Ballads (1882-
98). Regrettably, Child never clearly formulated his criteria for select-
ing the ballads for his collection. It came to be regarded as a kind of 
practical guide to typical ballad features. However, closer inspection 37 
has shown that English and Scottish Popular Ballads include a wide variety 
of ,material for which it is impossible to find a common denominator. Nor 
was Child's ballad corpus definitive: since the publication of his collec-
tion, other, as yet unknown, narrative folk songs have been recovered in 
Britain. 
In fact, large areas of the English and Scottish folk-song tradition had 
remained untapped. The last three decades of the century witnessed an un-
precedented growth of interest in the living English folk song. The col-
lectors38 were primarily interested in the melodies: 
their objective was to 
record the folk musical tradition and to bring it into middle-class life. 
Standards of editing varied considerably: songs were selected for publica-
tion on subjective, aesthetic grounds; the published texts were frequently 
bowdlerised and retouched. 
than the texts. 
The melodies were reproduced more faithfully 
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In 1898 the English Folk-Song Society was founded, its aim being the col-
l ection and preservation of the pure old folk music before it was destroy-
ed by the popular songs of the day. The most important member of the soci-
ety was Cecil Sharp (1859-1924). In 1907 he published his theoretical 
work English Folk-Song:Some Conclusions, based on his studies of the 1,500 
songs that he had collected. In certain aspects, Sharp's view of the folk 
song was very similar to the theoretical concept of the folk song that had 
been slowly evolving in Bohemia. Sharp saw genuine folk song as the span-
taneous expression of the people, and the communal nature of the songs re-
sulted from the process of transmission, which he broke down into three 
aspects: 
1. continuity, which was a necessary condition of the transmission process; 
2. variation of the song by individual singers, which was more or less 
unconscious. Variation was individual and could be sterile, while 
3. selection was communal and it made sure that, in those instances that 
appealed to the common folk consciousness, variation would produce 
creative results. 
However, Sharp did not believe that broadsides could be transformed by oral 
tradition into genuine folk songs. 
His theory became the official creed of the Folk-Song Society. Much of 
the material collected by its members was published in the society's jour-
nal. At first, little comment was published along with the songs, but a 
~ore systematical comparative study of the songs was undertaken from 1906 on-
wards. 
Several independent folk-song collectors worked in Britain in the first 
half of the 20th century. Alfred William's Folk-Songs of the Upper Thames 
(1923) is the only existing English collection to document fairly well the 
scope of the English folk-song tradition at the turn of the century. 
seamen's shanties were published, both by the Journal of the Folk-Song 
Same 
Society and independently. Collections of British industrial folk songs 
were published by A.L. Lloyd and by Ewan McColl as late as the 1950s. 
Some of the Scottish collector Gavin Greig's material was printed in his 
Folk Song of the North East in 1914 and by Alexander Keith in 1925. What is 
left of Scottish folk songs is now being collected by the School of Scottish 
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Studies at Edinburgh University, which does this work in a scholarly and 
methodical manner. 
VII 
Towards the end of the 19th century, the legacy of the Grimms' theories 
had, in symbiosis with Tylorian evolutionism, produced a new, 'communalist' 
theory of the origins of the ballad. This provoked bitter controversy on 
the origins of the ballad between 'communalists' and 'individualists' on 
both sides of the Atlantic. It was to rage for several decades. Unfor-
tunately, most of the discussion was narrowly scholastic. Very few of the 
participants actually took the trouble to study the living folk-song tra-
dition before making up their minds about the ballad origins. 
Around the tuzn of the century, the communalist theory was formulated by 
the American scholar Francis Gummere. 39 He pointed to what he saw as the 
surviving idiosyncratic features of the original ballads, namely the exis-
tence of refrains and what he called 'incremental repetition'. He pro-
claimed that the presence of these elements proved that the original bal-
lads were created by a 'throng' of early men gathered to celebrate memorable 
ads were created by a 'throng' of early men gathered to celebrate memorable 
events in their community. While singing and dancing, various members of 
the throng would compose verses and the rest would join in the chorus. 
narrative element would be introduced into the ballad only later, when a 
singer, separated from the original situation, would elaborate on the song 
A 
by adding new stanzas. The structural idiosyncrasies of the ballad were 
produced by communal composition, but they later ceased to be functional 
and became mere mannerisms. 
Gummere claimed that only some of the songs that had survived were genu-
ine examples of the ballad genre. This is why he felt free to select only 
songs which corroborated his theory and to reject others as 'literature'. 
His opponents, the individualists (the most militant among them was the 
American scholar Louise Pound40) attempted to prove that the ballad was a 
literary, and not a popular, genre. Having come down from literary sources, 
the corrupted themes were cast in the ballad metre by unknown individual 
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poets. Since the ballads were intended for a primitive audience, they had 
to be presented in a striking, dramatic form. The mus~c was ~ually_superior 
to the lyrics, which led to the formation of refrains. No changes in the 
ballads were ever caused by oral transmission: people only remembered and me-
chanically repeated what had come down from the literary culture. 
Both in Britain and in America, the new wave of interest in the living 
folk song brought several scholars directly into contact with the authentic 
folk-song tradition. These collectors brought some COIIIIIOn sense on to the 
scene and thus managed somewhat to defuse the controversy. 
By the 1920s, some orthodox communalists adopted the position of the 
'moderate' G.L. Kittredge. Gordon Gerould's Tbe Ballad of Tradition (1932) 
sought to present an objective assessment of the ballad problem. He fo~ 
ulated a concrete definition of the ballad, based on the features CCIIIIICn to 
all European narrative folk song, namely: emphasis on action, dramatic ten-
dency, impersonal attitude. Gerould outlined what he saw as the three most 
important problems to be tackled by the scholars, n-ly the search for the 
origin of 1. the narrative ballad fo:r:m, 2. the melodic and poetical form of 
some European ballads and 3. individual ballads. In Gerould's view, the bal-
lad form had been created by individuals, but he ascribed to the oral tra-
dition an important role in the creation of new ballads. 
The controversy had finally exhausted itself in the 1930s. Scholars had 
gradually accepted that it was futile to devise speculative theories bas-
ed on minimal evidence. It was much more important to devote one's atten-
tion to a detailed synchronic and diachronic study of existing folk-song ma-
terial. Conclusions could only be drawn on the basis of a thorough knowledge 
of the folk-song tradition. 
Vl:I:r 
(i) 
In the late 1920s, two Russian scholars 11 vinq and workinc:J in Prague, Petr 
Bogatyrev and Roman Jakobsen, founder-members of the Praque Linguistic Circle, 
drew up a precise theoretical definition of folklore study41 , formulating 
clearly the ideas that had been slowly crystallising throughout the previous 
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decades. Bogatyrev and Jakobsen pointed out ~~at there were fundamental 
structural differences between literary culture and folk culture. They 
stressed that, due to its complete dependence on oral transmission, the 
survival of each particular element of the folk culture depended at all 
its being sanctioned and approved by the folk community. For a 
work of art, preserved in print, it was irrelevant whether or not 
times on 
literary 
any of its elements were rejected by the literary community of the day. Al-
though some aspects of the work might at one time have been unpopular, the 
printed work survived intact and its rejected aspects could be appreciated 
and used as an inspiration in other epochs when tastes might differ. 
In the folk c~lture, on the other hand, it was impossible to revive el-
ements that had once been unpopular, because they would not have been ac-
cepted into the oral tradition in the first place. Thus the taste of the 
community exercised a strict censorship over folk culture. It perpetuated 
only those of its f orms which were in some way of enduring relevance and ful-
community. This is how the filled a certain function or functions for the 
taste, beliefs and views of the folk community imprinted themselves indel-
ibly on folk culture and gave it an idiosyncratic, uniform, communal appear-
ance. In Jakobsen's and Bogatyrev's view there was a close parallel betwee1 
the folk tradition and particular folk compositions and between the Saussur-
ean linguistic concepts of 'la langue'and 'la parole'. The folklore trad-
ition was impersonal and existed in the singer's mind as a set of certain 
constraints or habits, like the Saussurean 'la langue'. The folk author 
realised these norms in 'la parole', when filling them with a particular con 
tent. If his composition disregarded the norm and was too individual, like 
a personal speech deviation which did not fit the linguistic system, it was 
ignored by the oral tradition and forgotten. 
Jakobsen and Bogatyrev revived the romantic concept of a fundamental dif~ 
ference between literature and folk culture. The romantic idea of folk cul-
ture as an independent entity had seemed wrong to positivist scholars because 
they had concentrated on the origins of folk motifs and themes and had dis-
covered that many of these had been taken over from the sophisticated culturr 
But the literary-historical methods used in folklore studies since the late 
19th century seriously distorted the folklore material : examining it as lit-
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erary texts, they failed to examine it from the point of view of its func-
tion and meaning within the folklore tradition proper. The origins of the 
folklore material were completely irrelevant for folklore study. What 
mattered was the choice, the transformation and the new interpretation of 
the accepted material in its new environment. 
Bogatyrev and Jakobsen argued that folklore research ought once more to 
become a discipline separate from literary research. It ought to discard 
the methods of the literary historian and develop its own methods for elu-
cidating the s t ructural principles and peculiarities of the folklore tra-
dition. 
In the 1930s, the literary critic Bedrich Vaclavek undertook a study of 
the characteristics which the material was supposed to acquire when circul-
ating in the oral tradition. He analysed over 150 19th-century songs by 
known authors that had been assimilated by the folk tradition. 42 Vaclavek 
9ompared the songs recovered from the oral tradition, fifty years or more 
after they had entered it, with their originals preserved in print. His 
description of the transformation of the texts in the oral tradition can be 
summarised as follows: 
First the order of the stanzas in the songs was changed, then stanzas 
were omitted or contaminated. The songs were almost always short-
ened. Individual verses became stock phrases which turned up in-
dependently of context. Parts of 'literary' songs became conjoined 
with parts of folk songs. Lines with literary, poetic or abstract 
words could either become garbled, or the poetic words could be re-
placed by ordinary words. Poetic names were replaced by common-
place ones. Things which were too individual were omitted, as were 
contemplative passages. Verbosity was removed and abstract depict-
ions were complemented by concrete features. Frequent repetitions 
were introduced, often under the influence of the melodies. 
On the whole, Vaclavek concluded, thematically the songs were not changed 
much, but there were considerable changes of style, expression and structure. 
His analysis showed that the material which had entered the folk tradition 
did not merely disintegrate and become garbled; it was really being struc-
turally remoulded to fit the poetics of the folk culture. 
Jakobsen and Bogatyrev's and Vaclavek's work was accepted in pre-war 
Czechoslovakia as a theoretical framework for further folklore research. In 
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the first post-war years several studies of the structure and style of folk-
song melodies and texts were published, 43 indicating perhaps that, given suf-
ficient time, a systematic structural and functional examination of the folk-
song tradition would have been undertaken. However, in L~e 1950s conditions 
in Czechoslovakia were unfavourable to structuralism. It is only since the 
mid-1960s that more serious and more detailed studies of some aspects of the 
style and structure of the folk-song and broadside traditions have oeen at-
44 
tempted. Comparative historical research, tracing the migration of folk-
song motifs and themes from country to country, trying to discover inter-con-
nections between the literary and the folklore tradition has also been con-
ducted. 45 
(ii) 
Folk-song collecting continued in the 20th centu_ry. In 1908-10 Cenek 
Bolas published his 6-volume collection ~eske ndrodn{ piSne a tance (Czech 
National Songs and Dances). Many extensive regional collections were pub-
lished, the most memorable probably being the 9-volume Chodsky zpevn~K (The 
Chod Songbook) which comprises some 4,000 texts and 1,400 melodies, col-
lected by Jinctrich Jinctrich in South Western Bohemia, and Karel Weiss's 
15-volume Cesky jih a Sumava v p£sni (The Czech South and the Sumava region 
in song, 1928-41). Since the 1950s, collections and studies of Czech work-
ing-class songs have been published by v. Karbusicky, Z.Ticha and others. 
In 1905 the Austrian authorities set up an official institute for the 
study of folk songs in Austria-Hungary. After the disintegration of Austri a 
in 1918, the Czech and the Moravian-Silesian committees of this 
came the nucleus of the new Czechoslovak Folk-Song Institute. 
institute be-
In 1953 it became the Ethnographic and Folklorist Institute and a branch 
of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. 
Czech and Slovak folk songs. 
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IX 
Even in the 20th century the British folk-song tradition has been given 
scant treatment. Not much serious theoretical work has been done. Most 
British research has been conducted along traditional comparative literary-
historical lines and concerned primarily with attempts to trace the origins 
and international connections of the Child ballads. Most research into the 
British folk-song tradition has come from American scholars. Since the 
1960s, American scholars have ceased to concentrate merely on the origin of 
folk songs and on their historical interrelations, and they have also start-
ed to study the idiosyncratic features of folk-song material. 
Some attempts have been made to arrive at a definition of the ballad. 
Several authors tried to separate the Child ballads into categories or to 
draw a division between the ballad and other forms of folk song. '11lere 
have been a number of notes and articles on the history and background of 
the Child ballads, two important comparative studies being P. G. Brewster's 
The TWo Sisters (1953) and H.O. Nygard's The Ballad of Heer Halewijn (1958). 
Until quite recently there have been few synchronic analyses of the idio-
syncratic features of the collected folk-song material. Some pioneering 
research of the thematic elements of the Child ballads was made by the Ameri-
can L.C. Wimberley. 46 Wimberley showed that the mythology of the ballads 
was popular rather than literary. His study pointed out the non-metaphorical 
character of ballad poetry and the pagan nature of ballad philosophy. In the 
1930s several scholars developed wimberley's line of research, 47 but the 
study of ballad motifs as a system was limited to occasional articles. It 
was only in the 1960s that a more systematic analysis of some motifs in the 
Child ballads was attempted. 48 
Very little work was also done until recently on the language and style 
of the ballads and on ballad metre. Some work has been published on the 
nature of textual variation, 49 mostly by American scholars who analysed the 
native American folk-song tradition, but most of these authors do not clearly 
distinguish between folk songs retained purely in the oral tradition and 
songs that circulate in print. Very little work was done on folk songs and 
popular songs outside the Child collection. Malcolm Laws, another American. 
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has undertaken an analysis of broadside techniques. 50 
In Britain, Leslie 
Shepard has published 
two accounts of the history of the broadside ballad, 51 
but he has spent very little time on analysing the broadsides themselves. 
However, a number of broadside collections has been published both in Brit-
ain and in the United States. 52 
Non-narrative ~ritish folk song remained for long a more or less unchar-
ted territory. Lucy Broadwood published an article on sailors' shanties53 
and A.G. Gilchrist studies on religious folk songs. 54 Tristram Coffin un-
dertook a tentative analysis of lyrical folk songs; 55 A.L. Lloyd was the 
first British scholar to attempt a study of all areas of British folk songs. 
His Folk Song in England (1969) was written from a fairly traditional, lit-
erary historical point of view. Nevertheless, he did attempt an analysis 
of both the tunes and texts of the songs. 
Several American anthropologists have recently been using structuralist 
methods in their analyses of the oral tradition of exotic cultures. 56 
the same time, attention has in the United States 




increasingly been paid to 
and functional idiosyncra-
In 1972 the Scottish folklorist DaVid Buchan published a pioneering study 
of major importance. 58 He analysed the folk-song material 
lated areas of the North-East of Scotland, 
(These areas used to be the richest ballad region in Britain: many Child bal-
lads were collected there.) 
collected in iso-
Aberdeenshire and Banffshire. 
Until about 1830, the people in the North-East 
of Scotland lived in a homogeneous, illiterate, agricultural community. Buchan 
analysed different versions of ballads 
obtained on separate occasions from 
a member of this community at the time when its contacts with the rest of 
Britain were still minimal. 59 
He showed that each time she sang the bal-
lads they were being newly composed. 
In the variant that Buchan examined, 
story-line, stock phrases and cliches remained roughly the same while the struc-
tures of the successive renditions differed radically from one another, al-
though all versions had obviously been created by the same method of composi-
:tion. 
By comparing all variants obtained from the singer, Buchan managed to 
isolate a sophisticated set of devices which the folk singer had at her dis-
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posal, enabling her to compose the songs as she went along. 
Buchan further found out that when the Industrial Revolution reached the 
North-East of Scotland and the growth of literacy taught the local people to 
use the immutable printed word, the techniques of oral re-composition died 
out. From that time onward, members of the folk sang only fixed versions 
of ballads, as they had learnt them by heart. These fixed versions then ten-
ded to become garbled or corrupted by outside literary influences. 
X 
To sum up: until recently, there has not been much systematic study of the 
folklore tradition in Britain. At best, the folklore tradition was regarded 
as a quaint relic of the past, but was more frequently either ignored or 
viewed with condescension. In the second half of the 18th and at the begin-
ning of the 19th century popular ballads were becoming quite fashi~nable due 
to a romanticist interest in relics of the past and in curiosities which stir-
red the imagination. Throughout the 19th century several ballad collections 
were published, most of them unscholarly, and some recording of folk tales, 
customs and superstitions was undertaken; however, large areas of the folk-
song tradition were overlooked until the early 20th century. But folk songs 
were even then being selected for publication on exclusively subjective aes-
thetic grounds. Little theoretical work was done, and what was done was 
largely speculative. A more serious study of the style and structure of the 
folk-song texts was embarked upon only in the 1960s and 1970s. 
In Bohemia, the folklore tradition played throughout a central role in the 
cultural life of the nation. From the beginning of the 19th century this 
tradition came to be regarded as a sacred part of the national heritage. Ini-
tially, the folklore tradition was stylised and remoulded to fit conceptions 
of what constituted the national heritage. However, the Czechs became very 
familiar with the folk-song tradition through constant contact with it. Un-
founded speculative theorising on the origins of folklore , accordingly ceased 
relatively early. The beginnings of the serious scholarly study of Czech 
folklore can be traced back to the early decades of the 19th century. Never-
theless, it was only in the 1920s that a precise theoretical definition of 
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the mechanisms of the o:ral tradition was fonmlated. 
As in Britain, the 
systematic study of the style and structure of the folk-song texts did not 
begin until the 1960s and 1970s. 
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IRENA VRKLJAN FIVE POEMS 
TRANSLATED BY MARY COOTE 
Irena Vrkljan, born in Belgrade in 1930 and educated in Zagreb, belongs 
,to the generation of poets that emerged in Yugoslavia in the 1950s. Writing 
in the Croatian literary tradition, she exemplifies the cambinationofaesth-
etic independence and social commitment, characteristic of Yugoslav litera-
ture today. Yugoslavia's era of dogmatic Socialist Realism was brief: its 
end was marked by the return to literary activity of Miroslav Krleza. (The 
dominant figure in pre-war Croatian literature, Krleza had maintained sil-
ence throughout World War and Revolution.) Since then, official tolerance 
for free choice of style and subject has permitted poetry to flourish, in-
corporating pre-war trends, such as surrealism, and movements in modern 
literature elsewhere. 
Vrkljan, like her Serbian contemporary Vasko Popa, uses surrealist imagery 
to express inner states and views of the human condition. Her poems are 
consistently personal lyrics, though the social setting, such as the life 
of the Yugoslav Gastarbeiter in the Berlinske pjesme (Berlin Poems; 1981), 
can be evident. Many are reflections on a woman's lot and outlook. Her 
earlier collections of poems include Krik je samo tisina (A Scream is Only 
Silence; 1954), Paralele (Parallels; 1957), Stvari vee daleke (Matters 
Already Distant; 1962), Doba prijateljstva (A Time of Friendship; 1963), 
Soba, taj stra~an vrt (A Room, that Fearful Garden; 1966). Berlinske pjes-
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